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Gust Akerlund:
Cokato Photographer+
Mike Worcester·
His name was August Bernard Akerlund, but nobody called him by that
name. To his friends, neighbors, and fellow townspeople, he was simply known
as Gust. For almost a half-century, Gust Akerlund chronicled the lives and times
of Cokato and southwestern Wright County, Minnesota, through his versatile
lens. From birth to death and everything in between, Gust profiled the social,
economic, and cultural lives of his subjects. Upon his death, he left behind a
legacy that includes the only fully restored, early 20th century photo studio in all
of Minnesota (a National Register site) and a collection of over 1 4,000
negatives.
A few basic facts are known about Gust Akerlund' s early years. He was
born in Hassjo Parish, Vasternorrland, Sweden, in 1 872. At the age of twenty, he
entered Swedish military service. One year later, in 1 893, he was released from
the military and immigrated to the United States. By 1 894 Akerlund had settled
in Merrill, Wisconsin. (Merrill is located about twenty miles north of Wausau.)
While there, Gust worked in a local sawmill.
Gust' s career in photography began as an apprentice at the Jones
Photography Studio around 1 895. There he learned the trade in the traditional
apprenticeship manner-long hours and low pay. How long Akerlund stayed at
the Jones Studio is not certain. The Cokato Museum has a few photos from
Gust's time at Jones, including a self-portrait believed to have been taken
around the turn of the century.
By 1902 Gust had amassed enough money to purchase the Fred Hanson
Studio in Cokato, a meager business and small studio building located just south
of the railroad tracks on Broadway Avenue. The business ledgers show that
Gust' s first photo in the studio, a portrait of John Custer' s baby girl, was taken
on 1 5 December 1902.

• This story is not intended to be a full chronicle of the life of Gust Akerlund but, rather, a small
glimpse into the story of a unique individual and his enduring legacy to Cokato, Minnesota.
• Mike Worcester is director of the Cokato Historical Museum and The Akerlund Photo Studio, 175
West 4th Street, P.O. Box 686, Cokato, MN 55321-0269. Web site: <www.cokato.rnn.us/crnbs/>
e-mail: <cokatomuseum@ns.cmgate.com>
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Apparently feeling the pinch of cramped quarters, Gust received permission
from the Cokato Village Council in April 1 906 to move his studio to a fifty by
fifty foot lot two blocks south of his present locale. (This is the site where the
studio still stands today.) Upon completion of the move, Gust added what would
become the showcase of his business, an eight-foot wide by twelve-foot high
slanted north skylight. Consisting of several panes of glazed glass, the skylight
provided ample light to properly illuminate Gust's subjects, allowing for much
shorter exposures than were found in enclosed studios.
Business was brisk for Gust. The records show a steady stream of
customers. But the hours were long and the pay low. Gust sold his photos for a
very reasonable price. In 1 9 1 3, six 8 x 10 prints were $3.00, one dozen cabinet
prints were $4.00, and one dozen postcards were $ 1 .00. For reasons unknown,
Gust sold his studio to George Swedburg in 1 9 1 3 and briefly entered the
automobile business. In 1914 he journeyed to Sweden to visit his family, but
quickly returned upon the outbreak of World War I. Feeling the desire to return
to the photography trade, he rented the J. J. Sundquist Studio in nearby Dassel;
and in 1 9 1 8 , he was able to buy back his Cokato studio from Swedburg and
renew his chronicling of Cokato.
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Posing room of the 1905 Akerlund Photo Studio, the only fully restored photography studio in
Minnesota. This photograph was taken in the summer of 1996.
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Stories abound about Gust. He was, by all accounts, quite a character.
Besides photography, he was fascinated by just about anything that was
newfangled. Gust was the third person in Cokato to own a car-a 1 903
Oldsmobile-which featured a seven horsepower engine, no roof, a steering
stick, and a top speed of about twenty miles per hour.

/

Gust Akerlund in his 1903 Oldsmobile infront of the photo studio ca. 1905.

Radios were another of Gust' s hobbies. He was quite literally the first
person in Cokato to own a radio. At night, young boys and girls from the
neighborhood would gather in his posing room to sit and listen to the distant
voices Gust received. But his radio fascination was not shared by all in Cokato.
Several members of Gust' s congregation were very bothered by what Gust was
doing. They believed radios were a tool of the devil, and they told him as much.
Gust decided that he did not need their grief and refused to go back to his
church.
Gust' s thick accent was a source of much amusement to many of Cokato' s
younger residents. His query to "show your teetes" (i.e., smile) brought many
snickers from his subjects, but no one questioned his photographic talents, even
if some found him a bit eccentric.
Lending a hand to the view some townsfolk had of Gust was his personal
life. He was a bachelor into his mid-fifties. When he did marry, it was to a
woman significantly younger than he was-thirty years to be exact. Esther
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Hanson of Dassel became Mrs. Gust Akerlund in February 1 927, with an
exchange of vows in Iron Mountain, Michigan. Whether Gust had planned to
have a family is not certain, but in 1 935, at the age of sixty-two, Gust became a
father, when Theodore (Ted) Akerlund was born.
By the mid- 1 940s, Gust had significantly scaled back his photographic
activities. His penchant for radio repair caught the eye of the U.S. Army, which
asked Gust to move to Virginia to be a radio repairman for the duration of the
war. He politely refused, citing his age and family obligations. Gust' s last
known photo was taken at the first Cokato Corn Carnival in August 1950.
Gust Akerlund died on 21 January 1954, at the age of eighty-one. Because
of the age difference of he and Esther, she stayed in the living quarters for
another thirty years. Esther ran a small gift shop out of the front of the studio,
and later rented the posing area to local photographers.
The uniqueness of the studio has long fascinated historians from across the
state. Charles Nelson, Minnesota State Historic Architect, was concerned about
the future of the studio, for the early 1 970s were the heyday of urban renewal.
Nelson wrote the nomination that successfully entered the Akerlund Studio on
the National Register of Historic Places in 1976.
In 1 984 Esther Akerlund became ill and moved to the local nursing home.
Ted Akerlund and his family agreed to donate the studio and attached living
quarters to the city of Cokato for restoration. This donation began a two-year
effort that culminated in the grand opening of the newly restored Akerlund
Photo Studio in June 1986. In 1989 the American Association for State and
.Local History presented the Cokato Historical Society with an "Award of Merit"
for the restoration of the studio
Esther Akerlund died 24 August 1985. She and Gust are buried in a
Covenant church cemetery just north of Dassel. Their grave markers are simple
and nondescript, just as they lived their lives.
Gust's purported eccentricity has little bearing now on the legacy he has left
behind. In addition to the studio building, there is a collection of negatives that
numbers just over 14,000 housed in the Cokato Museum. Of that number, over
1 1 ,300 are glass plates (literally pieces of glass with emulsion on one side for
making a negative).
Included in the images are twenty years' worth of yearbook photos for
Cokato High School students, teachers, classes, activities, and athletics spanning
the years from 1922 to 1944. Almost all of the local churches had Gust take their
confirmation photos-both groups and individuals. Nearly every wedding that
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took place in Cokato and the surrounding area was captured on film by Gust.
And we cannot forget about the individuals, family reunions, funerals, and other
special occasions that Gust chronicled.
The lasting legacy of Gust' s work is seen through the numerous photos
taken now in the studio. This includes people passing through on a tour or a pre
arranged photo session, where almost all of the original furnishings can be
utilized. Wedding photos, birthdays, family gatherings, and even a fashion shoot
for a magazine have been taken in the studio: a testament to Gust Akerlund's
significance to not only Cokato's past, but also its present and future.

Photograph of the staff of the Cokato High School yearbook, the Aurora, taken in 1923.
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Photograph of unidentified wedding party taken ca. 1925.
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Photograph of Eleanor Kreinbring, age twelve, taken in 1 920.

